both honourable and underhand. South African sprinter Oscar Pistorius, who was born with missing leg bones, is running in both the Olympics and the Paralympics. His carbon-fibre Cheetah prosthetic blades, fitted with running spikes, look nothing like human limbs, but they perform so well that the International Association of Athletics Federations appealed (unsuccessfully) against Pistorius's participation in races against able-bodied athletes, claiming that he had an unfair advantage.
At the start of the twentieth century, Olympic marathon runners were allowed to train intensively for only four weeks in the year before the Games. They used strychnine as an endurance enhancer to help them to complete the gruelling course of about 42 kilometres (26 miles). A blurry photograph, on display in Superhuman, shows a dazed Tom Hicks, winner of the marathon in the 1904 games in St Louis, Missouri, being helped to the finish line by his two trainers.
Like other exhibitions at the Wellcome Collection, Superhuman leans heavily on historical and contemporary objects, and primary documents such as newspaper clippings. But the few fine-art displays are high points. South Korean artist Hyungkoo Lee's photograph Enlarging my Right Hand with Gauntlet depicts a pump resembling an udder.
In her tongue-in-cheek short film I Need a Hero, Charlotte Jarvis imagines a realitytele vision show in which amputees compete for body modifications and enhancements. The most powerful film is Regina José Galindo's Recortepor la Linea (Cut Through the Line). In it, the artist stands naked and taciturn in a public park in Venezeula -home to the world's third-highest rate of cosmetic surgery per capita -as a plastic surgeon uses a marker to chart the changes he would make to her body.
Revital Cohen's room-sized installation The Immortal is the most ambitious artwork: a closed loop in which air and water flow between a respirator, an incubator, a dialysis unit and other medical machinery, in an attempt to simulate a living organism. It will run for just one hour a day, so plan your visit accordingly.
The exhibition ends with a series of video debates on topics such as cognitionenhancing drugs, life-span extension and transhumanism -the idea that humans can transcend their bodies through technology. My favourite is a meditation by bioethicist John Harris on the obligation to enhance. Humans, he argues, must get over their squeamishness if they are to outlive climate change, global pandemics and eventually the destruction of Earth itself. Sounds like a job for Superman. ■ Ewen Callaway is a news reporter for Nature in London. £24.95 (2012) Look at a pot predating the Roman Empire, or a Bronze Age burial site, and your interpretation of form and pattern will be vastly at variance with that of their makers. So says anthropologist Peter Wells, who argues that in late prehistoric Europe -a world that lacked the written word and was thin on 'stuff' -people's perceptions were very different from our own. Wells 'reads' tools, vehicles, ornaments, textiles and buildings to reveal a neurobiological map of profound changes in ancient society.
Some Remarks: Essays and Other Writing
Neal Stephenson ATlAnTiC 336 pp. £20 (2012) From Snow Crash (Bantam, 1992) to Reamde (Atlantic, 2011), Neal Stephenson's novels range over a dazzling array of disciplines -including metaphysics, gaming, nanotechnology and the history of science. Here, he assembles an entertaining sampler of cyberpunkish treats. Among freshly edited essays, interviews and other short works on topics such as geek cool and the mainstreaming of science fiction are two previously unpublished pieces. 'Get Up' is an essay on sitting; the other is a work of fiction one sentence long. Prepare to be amused.
